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ABSTRACT
The promotion of English language 
education in higher education in Japan 
i s  underp inned  and  endorsed  by 
multifaceted views, assumptions, and 
values of English, which are socially 
and ideologically constructed. Although 
English is not given official language 
status and is not spoken by the majority 
of the Japanese populace, English is 
symbolically dominant in Japan, and 
behind such a hegemonic role assigned 
to English is a multiplicity of ideologies 
related to the language. The present 
paper provides historical and ideological 
perspectives behind such incessant 
promotion of English language education 
at universities in Japan. 
Ke ywords :  I deo l og i e s  o f  Eng l i sh , 
university English language education, 
akogare for English , policy discourses, 
educational failure
1  Introduction
English language has been taught and 
learnt generally as a compulsory subject 
at a university level in Japan, the status 
of which in comparison to other foreign 
languages is rarely questioned but rather 
taken for granted. Nakabachi (2015), in 
his brief description of the history of 
English language education at Japanese 
universities, mentions that according 
to the Standards for Establishment of 
Universities issued by the Ministry of 
Education, Science and Culture in 1956, 
the students were required to complete 
fore ign language subjects ,  though 
not specifically English, as graduation 
requirements. However in 1991 under 
the Amendment of the Standards for 
Establ ishment of  Univers it ies ,  the 
previously compulsory foreign language 
subjects  became deregu lated and 
optional, and the fundamental criteria 
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were relaxed in order to enable each 
university to develop its own uniqueness 
under its missions and goals. Despite 
this, more prominence is given to English 
language subjects than ever before. The 
afore-mentioned scholar, Nakabachi, 
points out that a major shift in English 
language education in higher education 
since the Amendment was that more 
emphasis came to be placed on nurturing 
practical English abilities than teaching 
English for cultural enrichment, and this 
tendency has been accelerated since the 
early 2000s in close association with the 
buzzword ‘globalisation.’ Since then 
teachers and programme coordinators of 
English language education programmes 
have  been  pres sured  t o  improve 
practical English abilities with a focus on 
speaking and listening, to demonstrate 
the effectiveness of their practices by 
meeting a numerical target of learners' 
ach ievement  through TOEIC and 
TOEFL, and to encourage students 
to study abroad in English-speaking 
countries (Nakabachi, 2015). Yet, these 
shifts in orientation in alliance with the 
incessant promotion of English language 
education, irrespective of its status as an 
optional subject in the policy document, 
seem to have been proceeded without 
addressing fundamental and important 
questions, such as ‘why English is taught 
in the first place rather than other 
languages used in a local community?’ 
and ‘for what purposes do university 
students in Japan have to study English 
regardless of their majors?’ The reason 
why these questions are unexplored is 
because the English language, given 
the title of an international language, is 
ideologically accepted as “natural, neutral, 
and beneficial” (Pennycook, 1994, p.8) in 
various ways.
  In order to examine how the provision 
of compulsory English programmes in 
higher education is naturalised, this paper 
explores ideologies of English produced 
and reproduced in Japanese society 
drawing on the theories of language 
ideology. 
2  Theoretical framework
2.1  The definitions of ideology
Before embarking on the discussion about 
what language ideology is, it is significant 
first to define the term ‘ideology’. As 
there exist multiple strands of meaning 
(Woolard, 1998), in this section I will 
present my position in relation to this 
crucial construct. 
  Ideologies are bel ie fs ,  att i tudes , 
assumptions, and values shared by 
members of a community. van Dijk (1995) 
claims: 
　　 [i]deologies in our perspective are not 
merely ‘systems of ideas’, let alone 
properties of the individual minds of 
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persons. Neither are they vaguely 
defined as forms of consciousness, 
let alone ‘false consciousness’. 
Rather, they are very specific basic 
frameworks of social cognition, with 
specific internal structures, and 
specific cognitive and social functions. 
(van Dijk, 1995, quoted in Blommaert, 
2005, p. 162) 
Although van Dijk (ibid) places a special 
emphasis on cognition, the point of 
socially shared and internalised nature 
of ideologies is noteworthy. Because 
o f  th is ,  ideo log ies  stay ‘invis ib le ' 
(Blommaert, 2005), and guide and control 
our thinking process and ways of doing 
things in our everyday social contexts. 
Thus, Blommaert (2005) states that 
ideologies “penetrate[s] the whole fabric 
of societies or communities and result[s] 
in normalized, naturalized patterns of 
thought and behaviour” (Blommaert, 2005, 
p.159). 
  However, particular sets of ideas do not 
remain at the ideational and cognitive 
levels for them to operate as ideologies. 
I t  i s  through mater ia l  condi t ions , 
institutional structures, and effects 
of power and dominance that certain 
views get reproduced as self-evident 
and function as ideologies, which can 
be rephrased as “materially mediated 
ideational phenomena” (Blommaert, 2005, 
p.164). Thus, an inquiry into ideologies 
aims to discern the effects of ideological 
dominance on people's everyday practices. 
  In the next section, I will explore in 
detail what is distinct about ideologies of 
language, which is the focus of this paper. 
I will explain the significance of paying 
special attention to the role of language 
in society, and discuss the mechanisms 
of how language ideologies are produced 
and reproduced. 
2.2  Why language?
In discussing ideologies of language, one 
might raise the question of why ideas 
about language that individuals and 
groups hold receive such attention. In 
fact, language is often considered as a 
neutral medium of conveying information 
(Ricento, 2008). The acquisition of a first 
and an additional language thus has 
been widely believed as merely a matter 
of cognitive processes taking place in 
individuals' minds; an idea on which 
traditional language acquisition research 
and theories were based (Pavlenko and 
Lantolf, 2000). However, the backdrop 
behind a growing interest in an inquiry 
into language ideology in the areas of 
linguistic anthropology, sociolinguistics, 
and app l i ed  l ingu is t i cs  l i e s  in  an 
increasing awareness of the socio-political 
functions which language performs. 
  The most fundamental issue is that 
language is closely tied up with identities, 
“both ascribed and achieved, in particular 
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sociohistorical contexts” (Ricento, 2008, 
p.42). The language or language variety 
that we speak serves to index who we 
are: our ethnolinguistic background, social 
class, educational history, and gender 
etc. For instance, the debates about 
the national or official language have 
implications for who can be legitimate 
members of the nation: those who speak 
the language are included with an 
entitlement of the national identity, by 
contrast those who do not are excluded 
as outsiders. The official language in a 
multilingual society, then, functions not 
only as an efficient tool for inter-lingual 
communication, but also as a political 
tool to impose domination on minority 
language speakers, who are expected to 
assimilate into the dominant linguistic 
norms in the name of unification in the 
society (Blackledge and Creese, 2010). In 
relation to the global spread of English, 
proficiency in English in many Outer and 
Expanding Circles countries (Kachru and 
Nelson, 2001), like Japan, is considered as 
a symbol of economic success, bringing 
individuals advantages in job market and 
international mobility (Tollefson, 2000). In 
this light, English functions as a form of 
‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu, 1986) in the 
society, causing the sociolinguistic divide 
between the haves and the have nots. 
This nexus of language and identities 
indicates that language serves to provide 
or refuse access to powerful social 
networks for individuals and groups 
(Norton, 2011). 
  What is crucial about this point is that 
languages themselves, such as English 
and Japanese,  do not have a prior 
function that is designed to produce 
social hierarchies. It is ideologies of 
languages that impact social experiences 
of individuals and different socioeconomic, 
ethnic, and linguistic groups. As Woolard 
(1998) maintains, ideologies about language 
are not only about language, “but also 
the very notion of the person and the 
social group, as well as such fundamental 
social institutions as religious ritual, child 
socialization, gender relations, the nation-
state, schooling, and law” (Woolard, 1998, 
p.3). Thus, investigation into ideological 
meanings attributed to a language in 
a particular society illuminates various 
socio-political issues embedded in people's 
everyday lives. 
2.3 The idiosyncrasies of language 
ideologies
Regarding the definitions of language 
ideology, Silverstein (1979) states that 
language ideologies are “sets of beliefs 
about language articulated by users 
as a rationalization or justification of 
perceived language structure and use” 
(Silverstein, 1979, p.193). With a slightly 
different emphasis, Heath (1989) defines 
language ideology as “self-evident ideas 
and objectives a group holds concerning 
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roles of language in the social experiences 
of members as they contribute to the 
expression of the group” (Heath, 1989, 
p.393). Both definitions illustrate that 
language ideologies are concerned about 
language users' standpoints on languages 
they use or encounter, rather than 
linguists' theorisations about linguistic 
functions (Kroskrity, 2000). 
  Yet, Heath's definition also stresses ideas 
about language as socially constructed. 
This point is one of the fundamental 
features of language ideologies. They 
represent collective views about the 
role of a language in a specific society, 
formulated by the interests of members 
of the society (Kroskrity, 2000). As an 
example, the education policies for 
English language education in Japan are 
underlain by the government's belief 
and intention about what English could 
contribute to the nation-state. Also, 
such a political-economic interest is not 
necessarily exercised by the State to the 
populace in a top-down way. Within a 
context of globalised world economy, the 
influence of multinational corporations 
is deeply embedded in the construction 
and promotion of a particular language 
ideology (Pavlenko and Blackledge, 2001). 
As Kroskrity (2000) exemplifies, even 
the use of English on billboards, which 
is primarily for an aesthetic purpose, is 
reflective of an attempt to promote and 
justify members' interests. 
   The interest of a particular social 
or cultural group as leverage for the 
construction of language ideologies 
leads our attention to another feature of 
language ideologies: the multiplicity of 
perceptions about a particular language 
within society. On the one hand, this 
relates to the notion of time and space 
(Blackledge, 2005). The perspectives 
and attitudes towards a language are 
developed in historical processes, thus not 
static but shifting in nature. On the other 
hand, language ideologies are multiple 
because diverse social and cultural groups 
co-exist within a community and produce 
and contest divergent perspectives to 
negotiate their amalgamation of identities, 
such as class, gender, ethnicity, profession 
and so on (Kroskrity, 2000). 
  What is at issue here is the influence of 
power and dominance. When a particular 
ideology, constructed in the interests of a 
dominant group in the society, becomes 
accepted as self-evident and naturalised 
by the subordinate group, the ideology 
becomes hegemonic as a result of this 
effect of power relations. This hegemony 
prevails in discourses in the media, 
policies, educational practices (Blackledge, 
2005) as well as people 's everyday 
practices. This is what Bourdieu (1991) 
calls ‘symbolic dominance’: 
　　 “ A l l  s y m b o l i c  d o m i n a t i o n 
presupposes, on the part of those 
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who submit to it, a form of complicity 
which is neither passive submission 
to external constraint nor a free 
adherence to values. ... It is inscribed, 
in a practical state, in dispositions 
which are impalpably inculcated, 
through a long and slow process of 
acquisition, by the sanctions of the 
linguistic market” (Bourdieu, 1991, 
pp.50-51) 
For instance, critical applied linguists 
have problematised English's global 
dominance that is conceptualised as a 
superior language, resulting in ‘linguistic 
imperialism’ (Phill ipson, 1992) . The 
discourse of the global spread of English 
as “natural, neutral, and beneficial” 
(Pennycook, 1994, p.8) has permeated 
nation-states, institutions, policies, and 
media in many parts of the world and 
has underpinned the promotion of 
learning and acquiring English over other 
languages. 
  This mechanism of reproduction of 
hegemonic ideologies, however, does not 
suggest that there are no attempts to 
counteract or resist such power relations 
by the dominated. Pennycook (1994) finds 
conflicting attitudes and values towards 
the hegemony of English. Examining 
the postcolonial status of English in 
Singapore and Malaysia, Pennycook's 
observation illuminates that English, 
which was left as a colonial legacy, is 
still enthusiastically promoted under 
the pretext of pragmatism, meritocracy, 
and internationalism, but along with the 
intensifying nationalism emerging in the 
countries. Pennycook (1994) argues the 
desire for English in fact sits side by side 
with ambivalences and oppositions. 
   Furthermore, Canagarajah (1999) 
claims that the subordinate groups are 
able to resist hegemonic ideologies and 
have agency to appropriate the imposed 
language for their own interests and 
purposes. This resistance perspective 
“provide for the possibility that the 
powerless may negotiate, alter, and 
oppose polit ical structures in their 
everyday life through many untheorized 
ways” (Canagarajah and Said, 2011, p.393). 
In other words, individuals in society 
do not always comply with dominant 
ideologies and are not passively involved 
in the process of reproducing hegemony 
(Canagarajah and Said, 2011). Blommaert 
(1999) states: 
　　 “the hegemony of one ideology 
does not necessarily imply total 
consensus or total homogeneity. 
On the contrary, ambiguity and 
contradiction may be key features 
of every ideology, and subjects' 
adherence to one ideology or another 
is often inconsistent or ambivalent”. 
(Blommaert, 1999, p.11) 
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  These inconsistent and ambivalent 
attitudes that people hold towards the 
ambiguous and contradictory nature of 
language ideologies need to be explored, 
in order to shed light on “ways in which 
ideologies related to English are imposed 
on, received by, or appropriated by users 
of English around the world” (Pennycook, 
2000, p .108) .  In the next section, I 
will review the existing literature to 
explore the ideologies that underpin 
the widespread presence of English 
in Japanese society. This review of 
literature aims to give historical, political, 
cultural, educational, and socioeconomic 
backgrounds for university English 
language education in Japan. 
3.  Ideologies of English in Japan
As discussed in the previous section, 
ideologies of English constructed in one 
society are not monolithic but multiple 
because various social groups approach 
English in different ways as they enact 
their identities. There are, thus, multiple 
views, assumptions and values related 
to English within one society and these 
may overlap or differ in subtle ways 
across contexts. The literature available 
on how English has been conceptualised, 
what the historical backgrounds for these 
conceptualisations are, and how they are 
incorporated into Japanese educational 
contexts can be categorised into three 
themes: akogare  for English; English 
in the education policy discourses; and 
formal English education as a failure. 
Together ,  these three (somet imes 
competing/contradictory) categories 
encompass Japanese history and identity 
as well as the routes for individual social 
mobility and success. 
3.1  Akogare for English 
3.1.1  English for modernisation and 
development 
The history of English usage in Japan 
can be traced back to 1853 when the 
American mission arrived in Japan to 
establish trade relations with Japan. 
As a result, Japan discontinued its self-
imposed isolation policy and opened the 
gates to the West. It was necessary for 
Japanese people to learn about the West 
and this necessitated the study of English. 
At that time, the purpose of learning 
English was to absorb the knowledge and 
skills of the West. Therefore, fostering 
the ability to read foreign documents 
was much emphasised. A pedagogical 
practice employed for this purpose was a 
translation-based method, which has been 
widely practiced in English classrooms 
in Japan's formal education settings since 
then and has been the basis of the idea 
about English language education for 
cultural enrichment mentioned earlier in 
the Introduction. 
  During this period, the West symbolised 
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advancement to Japanese people (Butler 
and Iino, 2005), and learning English was 
thus associated with modernising the 
nation (Nishino and Watanabe, 2008). Yet, 
after Japan's victory in the Japan-Sino 
War and the Japan-Russo War and during 
World War II, the study of English was 
discouraged with the rising nationalism. 
  The devastating defeat of World War 
II gave rise to a restructuring of the 
Japanese school system during the 
American occupation (1945-1952). The 1947 
education reforms reintroduced English 
as an academic subject. Unlike in the pre-
war period, oral and aural communication 
skills received more attention. During 
this period, America was idealised as a 
symbol of freedom and democracy, partly 
as a result of the success of the American 
occupation. Nakamura (2004) suggests that 
this success would not have come into 
play without the cooperation by Japanese 
people themselves, and that English 
language played a significant role in this 
success. Nakamura (2004) claims that the 
authority of General Douglas MacArthur, 
who led the occupation and was adulated 
by the Japanese at the time, accorded 
symbolic power to English, because this 
was the language spoken by MacArthur, 
and English therefore represented the 
language of democracy as well as the 
glorious language that could blaze a new 
path to the future. 
  Such an ideological posit ion was 
reflected in the English textbooks used in 
the post-war Japan. An English textbook, 
which was published in 1949 and adopted 
by the majority of schools across Japan 
by 1952, was Jack and Betty (Erikawa, 
2002). It depicted the life in the US as 
free, democratic and prosperous. Jack 
and Betty was widely taken up because 
it reflected the dominant discourse in 
Japanese education during the post-
war reconstruction period that instilled 
aspirations for the improvement in living 
standards through the economic well-
being of the nation (Ayabe, 2009).
  The presence of American soldiers also 
exposed the general public to spoken 
English. Spurred by positive images of 
America and American culture, there 
was a boom in eikaiwa (learning English 
conversation) through radio programs 
and English conversation textbooks. 
English for speaking rather than reading 
proved attractive to the general public, 
particularly since the image attached to 
eikawa in the media was cheerful, fun, 
and accessible accompanied by akogare 
(desire) for America (Ayabe, 2009).   
  The Japanese word akogare , translated 
as a longing, yearning, or desire, is 
indispensible in understanding Japanese 
people's engagement in, and fascination 
for learning conversat ion Engl ish . 
Akogare , in this context representing 
“emotional attachment to and obsessive 
infatuation with Western, especially 
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American culture” (Tsuda, 1992, quoted 
in Kachru, 2005, p.77), prompted the 
Japanese to learn English conversation 
(eikaiwa ) in post-war Japan. However, 
akogare is also underpinned by a rather 
racialised ideology related to English. 
Lummis (1976, quoted in Kachru, 2005) 
claims that the ideology of English 
conversa t i on  assoc ia tes  the  idea l 
conversation partner with a white middle-
class American and so gives a sense of 
superiority to a particular type of native 
English speaker.
3.1.2  English for leisure and consumption
What is noteworthy about the ideology 
of eikaiwa  is that while the popularity 
of learning conversation English outside 
the formal education system stemmed 
from akogare  for American democracy 
and affluence at first, Japan's economic 
success from the 1960s onwards did not 
lead to a decline in the popularity of 
learning eikaiwa. Rather, the popularity of 
eikaiwa increased because of the diverse 
career and other needs of learners and 
the emergence of various types of private 
English conversation schools to fill these 
needs and desires (Ayabe, 2009). Learning 
e ika iwa  outs ide  forma l  educat i on 
contexts became symbolic of leisure and 
consumption (Kubota, 2011a). 
  Several contemporary studies have 
examined the link between akogare 
and English learning as leisure and 
consumption (Piller and Takahashi, 2006; 
Bailey, 2007; Kubota, 2011a; Takahashi, 
2013). Among these, Kubota (2011a) 
invest igated the  exper iences  and 
subjectivities of Japanese adults learning 
eikaiwa  outside formal educational 
institutions in one city in rural Japan and 
the implications of broader discourses 
related to English on their experiences 
and subjectivities. Based on qualitative 
data gathered from informal interviews 
and participant and non-participant 
observations, Kubota (2011a) claims that:  
　　 “Teaching and learning eikaiwa in 
Japan is a commercialized activity 
built on the commodification of 
English, whiteness, Western culture 
and native speakers constructed as 
superior, cool, exotic, or desirable.” 
(Kubota, 2011a, p.486) 
Kubota (2011a) highlights that taking 
eikaiwa lessons is not necessarily with 
the aim of improving knowledge and 
communicative skills in English. Rather, it 
allows socialising with other learners and 
white native-speaking instructors and so 
being part of an ‘imagined community’ 
(Anderson, 2006) of native English 
speakers, that is a sense of belonging 
to the world of English. Thus, learning 
eikaiwa  is a leisure activity in which 
learners' desired products – English, 
whiteness, and mixing with white, middle 
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class native speakers – can be consumed. 
In this light, Kubota (2011a) differentiates 
engaging in eikaiwa from learning English 
as investment for cultural capital that 
promises upward socioeconomic mobility 
(Norton, 2000).
  This conceptualisation of eikaiwa  as 
leisure and consumption derived from 
akogare  for English is also intertwined 
with the ways in which university English 
language programmes are operated as 
well as advertised on university websites 
in recent years. The emphasis given to 
nurturing practical English skills with a 
specific focus on speaking and listening, 
and the fact that English native-speaker 
teachers are often recruited to teach these 
aspects of the language evidently reflect 
such an ideological construct of English 
embedded in Japanese society. In his 
investigation into the consumerist nature 
of eikaiwa industry in Japan, Seargeant 
(2009) draws on Ritzer's (1996) concept 
of the McUniversity, which captures 
the increasing trend of universities as 
educational consumption within the 
global context. Likewise, how university 
English language education programmes 
behind the incessant promotion of English 
language education are positioned in 
promotional campaigns for universities 
a nd  h ow  t h e s e  p r og r ammes  a r e 
legitimised and operated should also be 
critically examined. 
3.1.3  English for personal development 
and social mobility
As another facet of akogare for English, 
several writers have found that English 
is identified as a means of personal 
development. For instance, Piller and 
Takahashi (2006) ,  Seargeant (2009) , 
and Takahashi (2013) have analysed 
the advertisements of private English 
conversation schools and the magazines 
that introduce study abroad programmes 
and articles about individuals' experiences 
participating in such programmes. In the 
discourses of these promotional materials, 
English is portrayed as “the agent of 
change in people's lives” (Seargeant, 
2009, p .45) ,  enabling individuals to 
have different life styles, better career 
opportunities, freedom, and independence. 
Piller and Takahashi (2006) have similarly 
located such positive images of English 
in the media discourses, in women's 
magazines in particular. They point out 
that women's magazines position English 
as a desirable means of “reinventing 
and empowering one's womanhood, as a 
woman's indispensable weapon to cope in 
chauvinistic Japan” (Piller and Takahashi, 
2006, p.64). Thus, the image of English 
has been constructed as a means for self-
realization, personal fulfilment, and life 
change. 
  Although the relationship between 
English for social mobility and Japanese 
women is an oft-discussed subject matter 
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in Japanese studies (e.g. Kelsky, 2001; 
Bailey, 2007; Kobayashi, 2002, 2007), it is 
not exclusive to females. As globalisation 
advances, the government has been 
incessantly promoting the provision 
of English education. It should not be 
forgotten that the repeated educational 
reforms have been the response to the 
urgent request from industry (Erikawa, 
2009). Nippon Keidanren (Japan Business 
Foundation), for instance, historically has 
wielded enormous influence on educational 
matters in Japan, and has been insisting 
on the improvement of English language 
education for a way to further boost 
Japan's global competitiveness (Erikawa, 
2009). In 2000, Keidanren released a 
document as recommendations for 
educational reform, “English competency 
should be regarded not as special skills 
but as the ability that all employees need 
to maintain at a certain level” (quoted in 
Kubota, 2011, p.250). In reality, however, 
in terms of the country's economy, 
Kobayashi (2013) points out that Japan 
is in fact one of the two countries with 
the lowest dependence on trade in the 
world contrary to the widely held image 
of Japan as an export-reliant country that 
requires a good command of English to 
keep business going. 
  Sti l l ,  skil ls in English are widely 
believed to be advantageous as addition 
to one's human capital under the current 
neoliberal labour structure. Based on 
this notion of linguistic instrumentalism 
(Kubota ,  2011b) ,  a level of English 
proficiency measured by TOEIC and 
other proficiency tests, is used as one 
measurement for hiring and promotion. 
Some large Japanese companies such 
as Rakuten and UNIQLO have even 
institutionalised the use of English as 
the companies' official language (Kubota, 
2013). 
  Whi l e  the  concept  o f  l ingu i s t i c 
ins t rumenta l i sm i s  penetra ted  in 
our society as an ideology related to 
English, people's aspirations and efforts 
in acquiring English ski l ls are not 
necessarily mirrored in people's work 
conditions and issues of social mobility. 
Through in-depth interviews with adult 
workers and managers of manufacturing 
companies in Japan, Kubota's study (2011b) 
has revealed that English skills do not 
necessarily promise employability nor 
contribute to upward career mobility. 
The reality is that the use of English for 
work is relatively limited and the tasks 
that require an advanced level of English 
are outsourced to temporary workers. 
What is particularly illuminating in 
Kubota's findings is that “language tests 
such as TOEIC work as a convenient 
tool to measure the level of effort rather 
than proficiency itself” (Kubota, 2011b, 
p.258), and such an effort to increase 
one's human capital is more valued as 
“the ability to adapt to the unstable 
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employment structure” (Kubota, 2011b, 
p.258) in the neoliberal social milieu. 
  Kubota's findings are noteworthy in 
reassessing the ways in which university 
English education programmes have 
operated in recent years. Subjects that 
aim at increasing students ' TOEIC 
scores in the name of strengthening 
their employability prevails in university 
curricula nowadays. As mentioned 
earlier, there are indeed companies that 
institutionalise the use of English for the 
communication within their offices and 
thus require job applicants to demonstrate 
their TOEIC scores as one measurement 
of their language proficiency. However, 
the promotion of learning English for the 
TOEIC tests simply based on the concept 
of linguistic instrumentalism should 
require more careful consideration.
  This section explicated akogare  for 
English that has been discursively 
cons t ruc ted  i n  J apanese  soc i e ty . 
The ideologies that represent the 
superiority of English, whiteness, and 
native speakers echo Phillipson's (1992) 
linguistic imperialism, demonstrating 
the hegemonic position that English is 
accorded in the society. The next section 
will attempt to show how this akogare for 
English coexists with an opposing view 
and attitude towards English in the policy 
discourses.
3.2  English in the education policy 
discourses
Since English was reintroduced as a school 
subject after World War II, generations of 
students were able to receive six years of 
English education during three years of 
compulsory junior high school education 
and another three years in senior high 
school. For English language teaching, 
not only the Course of Study  but also 
additional policy documents that promote 
English language education have been 
released frequently, especially in the last 
few decades. Although the focus of this 
paper is on English language education 
at a university level, as all the university 
students who grew up in Japan usually 
have to go through Japanese primary 
and secondary education systems, it 
is of significance to explore the policy 
discourses of English language education 
for these schools. 
  Liddicoat (2007) argues that policies 
(re)produce and express values and 
assumptions which demonstrate how 
pa r t i cu l a r  phenomena  shou l d  be 
dealt with in the nation. A number of 
scholars have investigated the ideologies 
underlying the persistent promotion 
of English language teaching by the 
Japanese government (Kubota, 1998; 
Hashimoto, 2000; Kubota, 2002; Hashimoto, 
2002; Butler and Iino, 2005; Kawai , 
2007; Liddicoat, 2007; Hashimoto, 2009; 
Hashimoto, 2013). While this aspiration 
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for equipping Japanese citizens with 
English proficiency appears to accept 
and reinforce the hegemony of English, 
scholars researching ideologies of English 
language policies in Japan have suggested 
that they are more ideologically complex 
than might appear at first sight.    
3.2.1  The discourses of nihonjinron and 
kokusaika
Understanding the ideologies of English 
underpinning education policies in Japan 
requires attention to the discourses of 
nihonjinron  (theories on the Japanese) 
and kokusaika  (internationalisation). 
According to Kubota (1998), nihonjinron , 
which makes reference to the uniqueness 
of the Japanese people and culture, was 
formulated by Japanese and American 
writers and became a popular discourse 
in the 1960s and the 70s, at the time of 
Japan's rising economy. Subsequently, 
a discourse of kokusaika  emerged in 
the 1980s when Japan rose to become 
economica l l y  and  techno l og i ca l l y 
successful in the world. International 
criticism of Japan caused by trade 
imbalances between Japan and its trade 
partners, the United States in particular, 
was  a  ser ious  i s sue  for  Japanese 
politicians and business leaders at that 
time. As a solution designed to alleviate 
economic conflicts with other countries, 
internationalisation (kokusaika ) became 
the slogan in various sectors of Japan 
(Kubota, 1998). 
  In this scheme, English was assigned 
an important role as a key instrument 
to facilitate communication with other 
countries. Accordingly, the revised Course 
of Study policies for junior and senior 
high schools were published in 1989. 
This revision was the first curriculum 
reform instantiating the discourse of 
kokusaika , and the development of 
students' communicative abilities in 
English appeared for the first time as 
the primary goal of secondary English 
education (Browne and Wada, 1998). Since 
then, the acquisition of communication 
abil ities is prioritised in the policy 
documents, and the promotion of English 
language education to meet this goal 
has been emphasised year after year. 
In this light, the government's intention 
and public akogare for English seem to 
be in line with each other. However, the 
government's attitudes towards English 
have slightly a different edge.
3.2.2  English for reinforcing Japan's 
nationalism and its distinct identity
A number of scholars have pointed out 
the government's attitudes towards 
English interweave the discourses of 
nihonjinron  with the reinforcement of 
cultural nationalism and kokusaika with 
the promotion of Anglicization (Kubota, 
1998; 2002). The two discourses may 
appear irreconcilable. Yet, while the 
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promotion of English language teaching 
appears as submissive to the hegemony 
of English, Kubota (1998) argues that 
the d iscourses of  n ihonj inron  and 
kokusaika  “reside in the hegemony of 
the West and represent resistance to 
Westernization and accommodation to 
English” (Kubota, 1998, p.302). That is, 
these contradictory attitudes are intended 
to re inforce the dist inct Japanese 
identity and to communicate Japanese 
perspectives to other countries, and it is 
through Anglicization that this is to be 
accomplished (Kubota, 2002).
  Scholars researching on these documents 
contend that such an ideological position 
has two main impl icat ions for the 
sociolinguistic conditions and educational 
practices in the nation. First, Hashimoto 
(2000) and Kubota (2002) point out that 
English is regarded as if the only foreign 
language in the policy documents as 
well as school contexts, influenced by 
the discourse of kokusaika . In fact, the 
Course of Study requires schools to teach 
a foreign language without specification 
of which language should be taught. 
However, the vast majority of students 
at junior and senior high schools receive 
English classes as the de facto foreign 
language (Mckenzie, 2008). Kubota (2002) 
associates this equation between foreign 
language and English with the widely 
held view of English as the international 
language, and criticises the superiority 
given to English over other languages. 
  Second, this conception of ‘the foreign 
language’ as ‘English’ pertains to the 
country's attitudes towards ethnic and 
linguistic diversity within the nation. 
Kubota (2002) and others argue that only 
Japanese-English bilingualism is valued as 
linguistic capital but other varieties of bi/
multilingualism are ignored. 
  It has been widely believed that Japan 
is a linguistically, racially and culturally 
homogeneous country. However, linguistic 
and ethnic diversity has been historically 
present within Japan. In addition to 
indigenous populations such as the Ainu 
and the Okinawan, Korean and Chinese 
people who were brought to Japan as 
wartime labourers during World War 
II, and there has been a significant 
increase in the population of so-called 
‘newcomers’, compris ing Nikkei -
Brazilian, Nikkei-Peruvian, Chinese, and 
Filipino immigrants, to alleviate the labour 
shortage in recent years.
  Despite this cultural and linguistic 
d i v e r s i t y  i n  J a p a n ,  t h e  p o l i c y 
discourse presupposes that Japanese-
English bilingualism serves to resolve 
communication problems in a multilingual 
society (Butler and Iino, 2005). Concerning 
the underlying assumptions of a policy 
document released for reforming English 
language education, named Action Plan to 
Cultivate “Japanese with English abilities 
(The Ministry of Education, Culture, 
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Sports, Science, and Technology, 2003), 
Butler and Iino (2005) claim: 
　　 a major driving force for such 
Japanese-English bilingualism in 
Japan is to bring economic/political/
cultural power into Japan by adding 
English to the already dominant 
language (i.e. Japanese), but not to 
promote communicative integration 
among linguistically heterogeneous 
groups within Japan. (Butler and Iino, 
2005, p.39)
English is clearly given a superior position 
in Japanese society over the languages 
of linguistic minorities. However, the 
policy discourse manifests that English 
is merely an ‘auxiliary language’ (Butler 
and Iino, 2005). Thus, for people in Japan, 
only the Japanese language is symbolic 
of Japanese identity, but English is 
useful to communicate the perspectives 
of the Japanese and Japan's uniqueness 
to the rest of the world. In reference 
to the theories of language ideologies 
I  exp la ined ear l i e r ,  the  Japanese 
government manages to counteract the 
global dominance of English in its own 
way. However, it is also evident that 
the government simultaneously imposes 
their view of Japanese national identity 
through their view of English and policies 
on English language use and teaching.
   In relation to the provision of foreign 
language education at universities, the 
dominant position is accorded to English 
over other languages, which is in line with 
the ideologies presented in this section. 
In the last few decades, the previously 
compulsory foreign language subjects 
other than English became elective at 
many universities in Japan (Terashima, 
2015). Also, despite a growing local 
linguistic diversity due to the increase 
in newly-arrived migrant population in 
Japan, the significance of teaching and 
learning local minority languages such 
as Chinese, Korean, Portuguese, Spanish 
and so on is scarcely paid attention to. In 
the name of cultivating ‘global human 
resources’ for the sake of the economic 
benefits of the nation, English is widely 
bel ieved as the sole language that 
serves the purpose and given priority in 
educational spheres. 
   In the last section, I will explore the 
ideologies of formal English education in 
Japan. 
3.3  Formal English education as a failure 
Since the discourse of kokusaika emerged 
in the 1980s, the Japanese government 
has repeatedly intervened in pedagogical 
practices of formal English education, 
which is unusual for other academic 
subjects. English is the only academic 
subject in the Japanese educat ion 
system for which both curriculum and 
pedagogical reforms have been frequently 
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demanded (Erikawa, 2009). The backdrop 
behind these initiatives stems from the 
limited number of citizens in Japan who 
gain a working command of English. 
Both academic literature and the public 
discourse maintain that the entrance 
examination system is the source of 
the problem (Kikuchi, 2006). The term 
juken eigo (English for entrance exams) 
is commonly used to differentiate from 
English for practical communication. 
However, this distinction reflects a 
certain view that English used for these 
purposes are perceived to be different 
and incompatible, and the acquisition of 
spoken English abilities is more idealised 
than for literacy-based communicative 
skills. Yet, passing entrance exams is still 
the main motivation for students to learn 
English since the result of the exams is 
highly influential for social advancement 
in Japanese society. 
  Th i s  m i smatch  be tween  exam-
o r i e n t e d  p e d ag ogy  p r a c t i c e d  i n 
classrooms and teaching designed to 
foster communication skills promoted 
by the government has been repeatedly 
discussed in relation to the perceived 
fa i lure of  school  Engl ish teaching 
(Seargeant, 2009). There are numerous 
articles on this issue, many written in 
English (e.g. Honna, 1995; LoCastro, 1996; 
Aspinal, 2006; Kikuchi and Browne, 2009). 
However, little research has investigated 
ideologies underpinning the academic 
discourse. Seargeant's (2009) book on the 
ideologies of English in various domains 
of Japanese society, seems to be the only 
mainstream applied linguistics research 
text that has attempted to examine the 
ideological positions that structure the 
debates. Seargeant (2009) argues that: 
　　 discussions of the subject foreground 
the presence of a ‘problem’ within 
the current system and this becomes, 
in effect, the default position from 
which arguments are built, a generic 
convention for addressing the issue of 
ELT in Japan. (Seargeant, 2009, p.47) 
  This point is crucial, because although 
Seargeant (2009) refers to the ideology of 
English in the academic discourse, it may 
have some implications on how English 
classes are perceived and evaluated by 
learners as well. In parallel with the 
perceived failure of English teaching, 
English is the most disliked academic 
subject among junior high school students 
according to the research conducted by 
Benesse in 2006 (Benesse, 2007, cited in 
Erikawa, 2009). From the data gathered 
from the questionnaires and interviews, 
Kikuchi (2009) found that the majority 
of respondents listed their teachers as 
demotivating factors for their high school 
English classes. Those are teachers' use of 
grammar-translation pedagogy, the exam-
centred classroom practices, teachers' 
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communication style, and teachers' 
pronunciat ion ,  to name but a few. 
Although a systematic review of this type 
of research should be carried out, it is 
noteworthy that Kikuchi's (2009) findings 
correspond to the problems the academic 
discourse often addresses.    
  These negat ive views on formal 
English education seem to represent 
two points. The one is the premise in 
the academic discourse that learning 
and acquiring English is beneficial so 
as to be seriously tackled through the 
changes in the system and teachers' 
instructional approach. The other point 
is that students' disappointment with the 
quality of English education at school 
may be related to the ideologies that 
represent akogare for English prevalent 
in the broader societal context in Japan. 
The images of learning eikaiwa  as fun 
and cool do not reflect students' learning 
experiences at school. In this light, two 
ideological positions, akogare  and the 
negative image attached to school English, 
may be two sides of the same coin.
4.  Conclusion
Due to the recent increase in the number 
of foreign tourists in Japan and the 2020 
Olympics in Tokyo, the significance of 
teaching and learning English is being 
legitimised now more than ever. Also, 
the demand for global human resources 
from the industry pressures teachers 
to foster students' English skills based 
on a certain image of English speakers 
reproduced by ideologies of English 
discussed earlier. Against such a situation, 
this paper attempted to lay out historical 
and ideological perspectives behind such 
incessant promotion of English language 
education in higher education. The 
exploration into ideologies of English 
may shed alternative insights into the 
taken-for-granted institutional practices 
of university English language education. 
The implication of this study, I believe, 
is that by being aware of ideologies 
of English often invisible to us, it is 
possible for us as teachers of English 
to be critically reflexive of and reassess 
our everyday discursive and teaching 
practices in and outside our classrooms 
on university campuses. Further research 
will investigate students' voices about 
their conceptualisations of English and 
their experiences of learning English at 
university. 
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1.　 Kachru (1983) categorises countries 
into three groups (the inner, outer, and 
expanding circles) based on the status 
of English within the country. Inner 
Circle countries are the United States, 
the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, 
and New Zealand. Outer Circle countries 
are where English is used as one of the 
official languages such as India, Singapore, 
Philippines and many others. Expanding 
Circle countries are where English is 
taught basically as a foreign language such 
as China, South Korea, and Japan. 
2.　 Kubota (2002) mentions that less than 
one percent of high school students learn 
languages other than English.
3.　 The Action Plan is a comprehensive 
reform scheme, covering a broad range of 
areas such as the increase of both overseas 
and domestic in-service teacher training 
opportunities and the study abroad 
programmes for increasing numbers of 
high school students.
4.　 This is the abbreviation for English 
language teaching.
5.　 Benesse Corporation is an education 
services provider in Japan and runs a 
popular home education program as well 
as English schools.
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